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Editor’s Note

As the newly appointed editor of In Touch, I’m following in 
the footsteps of Bob Terwilliger and, before him, Al Poppen. I 
had been added to the In Touch subscription list years before 
I retired in April 2023 and quickly grew to appreciate the 
purpose of the publication and the kind of personal reflections 
it featured. Since I was familiar with the content and format, 
I was honored to consider the invitation from the Board 
of Benefits Services staff leaders to succeed Bob. After an 
August phone call in which Bob explained how he approached 
his role and what had worked for him, I said yes to becoming 
editor. I certainly was not looking for more to do, but it feels 
to me like a call. My goal is to continue Bob’s good work. 

I have a request of all In Touch readers: Please help me get 
my footing by volunteering to write an article of 500-1,000 
words and sending it to terry.a.deyoung@gmail.com. I’m 
happy to respond to any questions or ideas you may have. 
The next article deadline is February 1, 2025. I look forward 
to receiving a flood of articles!

Terry DeYoung, editor 
terry.a.deyoung@gmail.com
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Harmen (Harry) Heeg

My wife, Grace, and I have experienced fulfillment in 
retirement; that continues to be our experience. In 2005, we 
moved to Orange Park, Florida (just west of Jacksonville), 
to be near our oldest child and his family. The home we 
purchased had been rental property and the inside needed 
attention. For the first couple of years, we painted, papered, 
installed new floors throughout the house, updated 
bathrooms, etc. Then my attention turned to our backyard, 
which was a wilderness. 

Through the years, we have watched our three nearby 
grandsons grow up, and we have often cared for them when 
their mom and dad were busy. We were babysitters of choice. 
We cared for the youngest at our home one day a week. It 
was always his favorite day because it was playday with Papa. 

Our three daughters are married. At Thanksgiving and 
Christmas, we get together at Florida or Georgia state 
parks with our RVs and rented cabins. We have enjoyed and 
continue to enjoy many happy times camping—hiking, biking, 
kayaking, and sitting around the campfire.

We have also experienced fulfillment in community volunteer 
work. For ten years, I was quite involved in the local civic 
association and served five or six years as a poll worker.

I teach an adult Sunday school class on a rotating basis 
with two other teachers. I have also been quite involved in 
16 Kairos ministry weekends at a minimum-security prison. 
Each weekend took seven or more evening sessions to 
prepare and build our team for their ministry. In this ministry, 
I have seen lay participants revived and inmates come to 
believe the gospel of Christ’s love and receive the spiritual 
encouragement to enable them to turn their lives around. 
What a joy when I have been privileged to lead the Saturday 
night forgiveness service! 

Since 2012, I have led worship on most Sunday afternoons 
at a local healthcare and rehab residence. Now that I am a 
bit older, I do it only in the afternoon of the first Sunday of 
every month and serve the sacrament with the blessing of our 
church. I use the beautiful RCA liturgy. 
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Retirement has offered me time to take up piano and do more 
reading on interesting subjects. The latest book I read was 
Jesus and John Wayne: How White Evangelicals Corrupted a 
Faith and Fractured a Nation by Calvin University professor 
Kristin Kobes DuMez.

Several weeks ago, I had the privilege to speak at a ceremony 
in a judge’s chambers where 48 persons became U.S. citizens. 
I commended them, spoke of my experience of becoming 
a U.S. citizen, and urged them to vote and to weigh the 
issues carefully because that’s the essence of responsibility. I 
spoke to them and their many guests of that wonderful first 
American motto, E Pluribus Unum (“Out of many, one”). This 
motto and what it means is so different from the heresy of 
white Christian nationalism. White Christian nationalism is so 
different from the teaching and ministry of Jesus beyond the 
borders of Judea and different from the teachings of the Old 
Testament. This movement is frightening and makes me think 
of the Nazis and the evils of racism and what it can lead to.

I am saddened by the fact that so many congregations have 
left the RCA, which has been a blessing to us and our family 
and still is because two of our children and their families are 
involved in RCA churches—one in Scarsdale, New York, and 
the other in Boulder, Colorado. All three of our daughters 
graduated from RCA colleges: two from Hope and one from 
Central. 

I wonder why many churches felt the need to separate. Are 
we seeking the well-being and purity of the church in the 
structures of the church more so than in the faithful preaching 
of the Gospel, which is “the power of God for everyone who 
believes” (Romans 1:16)? Is that promise and reality not 
sufficient? When I entered Western Theological Seminary 
years ago, I was impressed by the front hall sign that stated:

Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable,

always abounding in the work of the Lord,

knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain. (1 Cor. 15:58)
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This statement appeared awesome to me at that 
time, is comfort for today as we look back, and strong 
encouragement as we look ahead for our mission at home 
and abroad.

Harmen is a graduate of Hope College and Western 
Theological Seminary and earned a DMin from Christian 
Theological Seminary in Indianapolis in 1979. During 40 years 
of ministry, he served Bethel Reformed Church in Exeter, 
Ontario; Christian Park Reformed Church in Indianapolis, 
Indiana; Second Reformed Church in Pekin, Illinois; and, 
during the last several years of his full-time ministry at Second 
Reformed, he also served nearby Normandale Reformed 
Church. He served two terms on the RCA Board of Theological 
Education. He and his wife, Grace, are blessed with four 
children and five grandchildren—all boys. hgheeg@yahoo.com

Sam Hofman

I do not need to describe our 40 years in Chiapas, Mexico, 
as that story is available on YouTube. As a missionary, I 
was faithful to the command to go into all the world and 
take pictures. So we ended up with thousands of slides of 
attractive Mayan Christians and their spectacular churches, 
plus the hills, valleys, rugged trails, rivers, and jungles of 
Chiapas. I organized them into 23 Kodak carousels and, with 
the help of our son and daughter, we digitized them, narrated 
them, and titled them: “Hofman Mission Work in Chiapas” (the 
playlist can be found on YouTube by searching that title). 

One of our Mayan friends discovered them, and chided me, 
writing: “Why didn’t you narrate them in Tzeltal or Spanish?” 
So we also narrated most of them into Spanish, under the 
titles “Iglesias Tzeltales de Chiapas, Mexico” and “Iglesias 
Tojolabales de Chiapas, Mexico.” So now the younger Mayan 
generations can view their grandparents and the beginning of 
their churches.

When I began teaching church history in Chiapas, I looked 
for a simple English textbook to translate into Tzeltal and did 
not find one. I have now written the book I needed 60 years 
ago, an easy-to-read description of the spread of Christianity, 
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titled, From Jerusalem to You. I highly recommend it.

For retirement we returned to Holland, Michigan, to be near 
our sons and daughter and Helen’s sisters and their families. A 
collection of family photos on our wall has this title: “The love 
of a family is life’s greatest blessing.” They are a blessing to 
us, and our three grandchildren are brilliant!

In retirement, we found ourselves majoring in vocal music. We 
immediately joined the choir at Central Park Reformed Church 
and the community choir, the Evergreen Singers. I later 
joined the Evergreen Chorale, and that led to the formation 
of a quartet, led by Rev. Phil Mitchell. He invited Vern Vander 
Werff, LeRoy Koopman, and me, with Marge Koopman as our 
accompanist. We sang for ten years, with over 300 programs, 
most of which were in adult care facilities. Our final program 
can be found on YouTube, titled, “Singing Dominees.”

Helen and I are mentors for Crossroads Ministries, a Bible 
study program for prisoners, and I also am a tutor under 
READ Ottawa, which is for immigrants eager to learn English. 
We recommend participation in both organizations.

The good news is that 90 years old is not as old as I thought 
it would be. I am trying to change my motto from “Too soon 
old, too late smart” to “Never too old to get more smart.”

Our favorite hymn is “Great Is Thy Faithfulness.” All our lives 
we have experienced the gracious faithfulness of God.

Sam graduated from Hope College in 1955 and Western 
Theological Seminary in 1958. In August 1958, he married 
Helen Taylor, who had graduated from Hope College. In 
September, they began 42 years of missionary service in 
Mexico with Spanish and cultural study in Mexico City. They 
are members of Central Park Reformed Church in Holland, 
Michigan. js.hc.hofman@gmail.com

Dirk Jan Kramer

As other retirees before me have noted in these pages, it’s 
hard to stay in touch with former ministerial colleagues, let 
alone hear the rest of their story.

Like all history, personal history is more than a simple 
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recounting of life’s experiences as it might appear on 
a person’s CV. It’s a matter of one’s understanding and 
interpretation (and ongoing reinterpretation) of those 
experiences. This is mine.

I believe the good Lord has led me on what for me has 
been the best possible path in life. I’ve come to accept that, 
embrace it, and to be grateful for it. I wouldn’t want to trade 
my life for anyone else’s.

As for the ministry part of it, my inner sense of God’s call, 
which I wrestled with in the beginning, was amplified by 
my interactions with others. Not so much my teachers or 
seminary classmates. In their refracted light, at least in how 
I perceived it at the time, I felt ill-equipped to become a 
minister. I lacked confidence. I questioned whether I could fill 
the role or meet the expectations. I think it had to do in part 
with being an immigrant kid (I was born in the Netherlands 
and grew up in West Michigan) and having the sense that no 
matter where I was geographically, socially I never quite fit in. 
Perfectionist tendencies didn’t help much either with this self-
perception.

But enough with the introspection here; I mentioned the 
influence of my interactions with others. One Sunday 
afternoon I went to visit Andy, an older man I had worked 
with for several years in the meat department at Land of 
Foods in Zeeland. He lay in St. Mary’s Hospital dying of 
esophageal cancer. I spoke very little to him in the way 
of comfort. I read no Scripture. I offered no prayer. But 
somehow, I had mustered the courage to be there for him for 
those few moments in his final hours. That’s what friends do. 
Pastors, too.

Later, after having entered Western Seminary, there came 
the internship I opted to take between my middle and senior 
years. I needed to get some things settled about following 
God’s call (if it truly was that). What followed were ten 
months at the Jicarilla Apache Reformed Church in Dulce, 
New Mexico.

How well I remember the young Native couple who came to 
the church looking for an impromptu funeral of sorts for their 
stillborn child. My supervising pastor, Russ Dykehouse, and 
his wife (good friends to this day) were on vacation, and I was 
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expected to fill in while they were away. 

The couple appeared with the body of their little one as it 
had been released to them at the hospital, naked and in a 
plastic bag. They brought with them a Pendleton blanket, 
an infant sleeper, a small Styrofoam casket, and a tube of 
modeling glue to seal the lid. The parents made the necessary 
preparations right there in front of me on the wooden floor 
of the church. And then I read the funeral liturgy. Thank God 
for the liturgy of the RCA, which gives us the words when we 
don’t have them! 

What I learned from these encounters involving pressing 
human need is that, yes, you may say to yourself, “There are 
half a hundred people who could be doing a better job of 
this than me, but they’re not here. I’m God’s person for this 
moment.” And so, relying on God’s Spirit, you act. And then, 
mysteriously, when you put yourself aside, something grace-
filled happens. 

How I’ve learned to value those situations where there is no 
script to follow and you’re forced to write one, so to speak, 
as you go. From them—and mostly from the often-wounded 
people in them—I’ve learned to be a pastor and have come to 
love that life. Almost 50 years all told, serving congregations 
in Winnebago, Nebraska; Hopkins, Michigan; and Drayton, 
Ontario.

It was in Drayton that I learned the hardest, most trying lesson 
of all. In 1998, after a three-and-a-half-year struggle with 
multiple myeloma, my first wife, Linda, who I first met as a 
student at Hope College, passed from this shore to the other 
side. My sad experience, I realize, was by no means unique; 
others who read this have gone through it, too—or likely will. 

The need to be concise here compels me to say I pressed on, 
endured, somehow survived, and carried on with the pastoral 
life. What else could I do? Reading the Psalms, maintaining 
an intense devotional life, and the prayers and support of 
an understanding congregation helped carry me through. I 
learned about the “treasures of darkness” and the “hidden 
wealth of secret places” the prophet Isaiah refers to so that I 
might better know God.

I also learned, as Job did, that after loss God compensates. 



8

In 2000, I married again, to Jean, a widow with three sons, 
a member of the Drayton congregation. This increased the 
size of our family twofold, not unlike Job’s. My stepchildren 
continue to live in this area where we retired 12 years ago, 
Midwestern Ontario. My daughter, two sons, and their families 
live further afield in North Carolina, Oregon, and South Korea. 
Jean and I have a total of nine grandchildren between us. I 
pray for them each night.

Today we live in an old yellow brick Queen Anne, Victorian 
house in Harriston. Twelve years have gone into the 
restoration of our house and an equal amount of time laying 
out and maintaining the surrounding garden comprised of 
over 200 different hostas and plants with Latin names only 
Jean knows.

Our habit is to worship weekly at the local Presbyterian 
church where Jean is an elder and worship leader. I don’t 
always accompany her as once or twice a month I preach 
in vacant small town and rural churches nearby. I do so love 
preaching; sermons seem to flow more easily than ever 
before. I think I’ve finally figured out how to do it. Sometimes 
I wish I could have done my ministry in reverse knowing what 
I know now!

I should also add that this past spring I made the decision 
to transfer my membership to Holland Classis—part 
of setting my affairs in order. I wanted to ensure my 
membership remains in the Reformed Church in America, 
the denomination to whose witness and work I promised 
loyalty at my ordination nearly a half century ago. These days 
of affiliation and disaffiliation in denominations, including 
ours, have been personally distressing. I found myself feeling 
increasingly less at home theologically in a classis—and 
even, sadly, in two of my former churches—where matters of 
inclusion (and conversely, exclusion) are seen as being settled 
for all time. 

I want to end, though, on a more positive note, with thoughts 
about Jesus. More and more I find myself wanting to know 
him and the power of his resurrection. The trek he has taken 
me on, as I’ve said, has been the best one possible for me. No 
less than an ongoing adventure. 

I guess that’s the canoeist in me, always wanting to see what’s 
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beyond the next bend or around the next point of land. The 
vistas—and yes, meeting the possible headwinds, too—that lie 
ahead before we pull up on shore for the final time. Looking 
back, it has been a good trip. A very good trip indeed!

Dirk received his BA from Hope College and MDiv from 
Western Theological Seminary. He served Winnebago 
Reformed Church in Winnebago, Nebraska; Hopkins 
Community Reformed Church in Hopkins, Michigan; and 
Drayton Reformed Church in Drayton, Ontario. He also served 
on the board of trustees at Western Theological Seminary and 
served a term as a member of the General Synod Council. He 
and his wife, Jean, live in Harriston, Ontario. dirkjankramer50@
gmail.com

Jeff Munroe

In the spring of 1981, I felt called to go on Young Life staff. 
The Young Life regional director for Michigan, who was 
based in Ann Arbor, asked me to consider moving to Holland, 
Michigan, to lead Young Life’s ministry and also take classes 
at Western Theological Seminary. I had grown up on the east 
side of the state and had barely heard of Holland and never 
heard of Western. Nor had I ever heard of the Reformed 
Church in America or the Christian Reformed Church. I had no 
idea what I was getting myself into!

I visited Holland that summer and met I. John Hesselink and 
Gene Heideman at the seminary. I had attended Michigan 
State University and had never seen the school’s president 
while I was a student. I couldn’t believe the president and 
academic dean of the seminary were not only meeting with 
me but showing genuine interest in me becoming a student. 
Didn’t they have people who did that sort of thing for them? 
I started classes at Western that fall and was among those 
privileged to take classes with teachers who became giants 
in my life—the aforementioned Hesselink and Heideman 
and others like Jim Cook, Stan Rock, John Piet, and Eugene 
Osterhaven. I continued working with Young Life and took 
classes part-time (a professor once joked I either had to 
graduate or apply for tenure) and graduated from Western in 
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1988. I was ordained in the Holland Classis that summer. 

I worked for Young Life until 2010, in a variety of positions. My 
last post was as regional director for Western Europe. I was 
based in Dordrecht, the Netherlands, and found I was more 
familiar with the Synod of Dort than the local residents. After 
I left Young Life, I worked at Western Theological Seminary, 
retiring as executive vice president during the pandemic in 
2020. I enjoyed my time at Western immensely and worked 
closely with Tim Brown on a number of things, including 
the new library and building project, which transformed the 
campus. One of the great moments of my time at Western 
was going with Tim to take John Hesselink out for pancakes 
at Jackie’s Place, John’s favorite, just a couple of days before 
John died. 

After I retired, I had the privileged opportunity to ask myself, 
“If I didn’t have to earn money to pay the bills, what would 
I do with my time?” The answer was easy. I wanted to write. 
I have written throughout my life. Because I started my 
story above in 1981, I left out being the editor of the Flint 
Southwestern High School student newspaper, The Hoofbeat, 
in 1975-1976 and majoring in journalism at Michigan State. 

While I was at Western, InterVarsity Press published my 
book Reading Buechner. On the surface, this didn’t make any 
sense. My primary job at Western was leading the school’s 
fundraising efforts. What in the world was a fundraiser doing 
writing about Frederick Buechner, a pastor/novelist? What 
can I say? I have never been very good at staying in my lane 
or even knowing what my lane is. I am interested in a lot 
of things and do deep dives when something captures my 
attention. Just ask me about the history of the Detroit Tigers! 

In the fall of 2020, I became the editor of the Reformed 
Journal and also started working on a manuscript that 
eventually became my book Telling Stories in the Dark: 
Finding Healing and Hope in Sharing our Sadness, Grief, 
Trauma, and Pain. The book grew out of the incredible loss 
of the pandemic (I knew seven people who died those first 
months) and also the concept of “The Stewardship of Pain,” 
which Frederick Buechner articulated. Telling Stories has 
been well received, and I have been honored to be a part 
of many deeply meaningful conversations with people in 
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several churches. It’s amazing what happens when people feel 
permission to speak about the pain and trauma they’ve faced. 

The Reformed Journal has become an important site, 
especially for people in the RCA and CRC who are troubled 
about the direction of their denominations. We lean toward 
the progressive side of things, as the Reformed Journal has 
done since it was founded in 1951. We are unapologetic about 
supporting women in ministry, opposing Christian nationalism, 
and yearning for the church to be welcoming and inclusive of 
all people, especially those traditionally marginalized because 
of sexual orientation, disability, or ethnicity. We passed one 
million page views last year and surpassed last year’s page 
view total with three months remaining in 2024. 

Telling Stories in the Dark was published by Reformed Journal 
Books, an imprint we founded in partnership with Front Edge 
Publishing. In 2025, we’re going to publish three books. I’m up 
to my eyeballs editing two of them. I find I’m pretty busy for a 
retired guy. 

Back when I first came to Western and began to learn about 
the peculiar cultures of the RCA and CRC, I thought the two 
denominations should figure out a way to put aside their 
differences (which didn’t look that significant to an outsider 
like me) and become one. My hope for the RCA is that it 
would work to accept and enfold the CRC congregations who 
have been cast out of their denomination. I can’t imagine 
any of those seminary professors I had in the early 1980s 
opposing such a move. It’s a rare opportunity, and I wish the 
RCA would embrace it. 

Jeff holds a BA from Michigan State University and an 
MDiv from Western Theological Seminary. He served with 
Young Life in Holland and Grand Rapids, Michigan, and in 
Western Europe. He served Western Theological Seminary 
in three roles: first as vice president of advancement and 
communications, then as vice president of operations and 
advancement, and finally as executive vice president. He and 
his wife, Gretchen, live in Holland, Michigan, and are parents of 
two grown children. munroejeff@gmail.com
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James O’Connell

When I was about to retire from full-time ministry, Phyllis 
and I started looking for a community in which to live. We 
knew we wanted to stay in the northeast as we both had 
family there. We made a list of the things we thought would 
be important to us—small village, favorable climate, and 
proximity to hospitals, public transportation (bus, train, 
airport), colleges and universities, and churches in which we 
could be comfortable (preferably RCA), along with easily 
accessible shopping and theaters. I also wanted land that I 
could farm. I have always had significant gardens everywhere 
I have lived. 

After several months of looking and two offers to buy, we 
found 26 acres of woods and fields in Crawford, New York. 
The location fit our wish list, and so we built a house, and I 
started farming. Some might ask what I was thinking, but in 
truth, getting my hands dirty in the soil and growing things 
has always brought me closer to God. Upon retiring in May 
2015, I broke ground for a good-sized truck garden and took 
a few college courses from Cornell University on farming and 
on growing mushrooms.

So many of Jesus’s parables are based in farming images. It 
seemed a natural fit to sow seeds in faith and hope that they 
would produce a bounty. Growing mushrooms on logs has 
been a blessing of flavor and sermon illustrations. One thing 
I hadn’t counted on was the wildlife helping themselves to 
the veggies. I wouldn’t mind sharing 10 percent with them, 
but they were taking their percentage long before there was 
a percentage to share. I learned that fencing out the critters 
was a nearly full-time challenge; I didn’t know that deer can 
leap easily over a six-foot fence. One of the blessings, besides 
the joy of seeing things grow, is meeting people at the local 
farmers’ markets, hearing their stories, and sharing good 
produce with them. It has also made for great opportunities 
to gently share my faith. The folks at the farmers’ market refer 
to me as the “Mushroom Man.”

Many folks ask how I grow mushrooms. I share the steps of 
what trees to harvest for mushroom logs, the inoculation 
process of putting mycelium in the logs, waiting for the 
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mycelium to run through the logs, and finally forcing the 
logs to fruit. I often compare it to faith development. Friends 
and family implant their faith in us, putting ideas and love 
into us. Over time that faith begins to travel through us and 
transforms us until we begin to bear fruit of faith.

When I was in my forties, I would encourage pastors who 
were about to retire to consider giving five years of part-time 
service to a small, struggling church. Now it was my turn to 
heed my own advice. First Reformed Church in Walden, New 
York, was without a pastor. It is only five miles from my farm. 
They hired me on contract for 10-15 hours a week. It sounded 
good to them and to me. Now, more than eight years later, 
they keep renewing my contract. I realize that they love 
me and Phyllis, and we them, but that it is also in their best 
interest to call someone younger. These eight years have been 
a gift to me, and a gift to them, I hope. I know that when the 
search committee finds someone to call, it will be a time of 
joy and sadness for all of us as we say our goodbyes.

Of course, being part of the classis has also demanded some 
of my time. It is kind of fun being seen as an elder statesman. 
When I was just starting in the ministry, no one wanted my 
opinion; now they ask me my thoughts. This getting older has 
its perks. One of my heartbreaks in the classis is the recent 
exit of churches from the RCA. I was on the task force that 
had to listen to the reasons that ministers and consistories 
believed they needed to leave our classis and denomination. It 
struck me that while we wanted them to stay, others had fed 
them a lot of false hope about joining a new denomination. 
It broke my heart to stand before the classis and explain that 
these churches had fulfilled the requirements to leave, when 
my heart was saying, “This is tearing apart the body of Christ.”

Fortunately, I have my farm, my tractors, and my hands in the 
rich soil that makes things grow and reminds me that God 
brings order out of chaos. My dog Rojo follows me all around 
the farm, keeping me company and blessing me with his 
loving looks. All of this, and serving First Reformed, fill me to 
overflowing with love and hope for tomorrow. 

Retirement isn’t exactly what I thought it would be. In some 
ways, I think it is better. The farming and the ministry have 
kept me young at heart. God is good all the time, and all the 
time, God is good.
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Jim graduated from Western Theological Seminary in 1981, 
was ordained by Holland Classis, and took his first call to 
Pottersville Reformed Church in Pottersville, New Jersey. He 
has also served Hope Reformed Church in Carrollton, Texas; 
Wyckoff Reformed Church in Wyckoff, New Jersey; and 
currently serves First Reformed Church in Walden, New York. 
He married the love of his life, Phyllis Henseler, in 1977. They 
have three children and five grandchildren. Jim has served 
as stated clerk of Red River Classis and of Orange Classis. 
He has also served as president of the Regional Synod of the 
Heartland, of the Regional Synod of the Mid-Atlantics, and of 
CERCA (Christian Educators Reformed Church in America). 
He currently writes a daily devotional on Facebook, Monday 
through Friday. revjimoc@gmail.com

Michael Otte

The word retirement, as our friend Rett Zabriskie likes to 
point out, is not in the Bible, and truly I say unto you, he put 
his finger on the question that confronts every minister who 
retires: Now what? For if you have sensed the call of God 
on your life, and your life is not over, then you will carry into 
retirement both a sense of freedom from the burden of full-
time work and a sense of responsibility to the needs of the 
world around us. 

So how have I responded to the freedom and responsibility 
that retirement provides? In a nutshell, I have pursued my 
passions with a sense of joy that comes from being set 
free from the prison of necessity while responding to the 
opportunities to be useful that have been presented to me. 
These passions, in relative order of importance, include:

Family: We have been fortunate to be able to help our 
children financially, and so, when Dave and Katy started 
looking for a house, we offered to help with the down 
payment. The house they fell in love with was of 1928 vintage, 
on a corner lot that had been superficially renovated to be 
flipped. My wife, Debra, and I quite quickly became involved 
in completing the renovations. I did the painting, and Deb 
hung light fixtures and curtain rods and installed blinds. 
Together we worked in the yard, which had been a jungle of 
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ivy, weeds, and an old rock fountain. For about three months 
I took time to sledgehammer the old fountain into submission 
while Deb did the gardening. The large deck on the back of 
the house demanded our attention, so I sanded and stained 
the deck and then Deb helped me replace the top of the 
railing. Deb babysits our granddaughters regularly, and I 
have joined forces with her occasionally when the children’s 
parents need a break. Our daughter Liz lives in Brooklyn and 
works at the Brooklyn Botanic Garden. She is the recipient 
of our visits—she selects the restaurant, and we pick up the 
check. It is a fair exchange because even the less spectacular 
of her choices are better than the best of the New Jersey 
restaurants we have explored. 

Travel: When I first retired, I fulfilled a longstanding dream 
I shared with my brother John, a fellow golfer, to travel to 
Scotland together to play golf. A few memories: Playing 
golf on our first day with the superintendent of the course 
we were playing. Both of us played above our heads, giving 
the superintendent, a scratch golfer, the impression that 
we were actually golfers. He agreed to have a beer with us 
afterward and shared that he was going up to St. Andrews 
that afternoon to interview for a prestigious position with the 
Royal and Ancient Golf Club. I never did find out if he got the 
position. 

Later that first summer, Deb and I flew to Barcelona, where I 
enjoyed one of the best hamburgers I have ever eaten (rare 
beef, with goat cheese on a brioche bun). We then flew to 
Venice, Italy, where we connected with two of Deb’s brothers 
and their wives. Then it was on to Athens, and after that 
Croatia. Last year, we went to Portugal for two weeks with the 
same family group. This concluded with a stop in the Canary 
Islands where I was able to play a Seve Ballesteros golf course 
that is set on the shore of the Atlantic with mountains behind. 
Just gorgeous! 

Pastoral ministry and preaching: It has frequently amused 
me to hear about people who retire to spend more time with 
their families and promptly go back to work (ala Tom Brady). 
Then it happened to me. Within the year in which I retired, 
2017, we were visited by David and Cindy Bach and taken 
out to a very nice lunch. David was the RCA retiree chaplain 
for my area and a longtime friend who shares Sheboygan, 
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Wisconsin, as the place of his birth and upbringing. I was born 
there, though my family moved to Grand Rapids, Michigan, 
when I was 4. At one point during my ministry, David and 
I were two of five ordained ministers in the RCA who were 
born in Sheboygan (surely a remarkable statistic for a small 
town located on a bluff overlooking Lake Michigan). David 
subsequently resigned from the chaplaincy role to be pastor 
of the Chapel at Cedar Crest, and he asked me to succeed 
him. I became pastorally responsible for about 40 retirees 
and/or their spouses. As I was facing many of the same 
issues that confronted my retirees, I took the time to collect 
several resources around end-of-life issues: Medicare and its 
advantages, finances and the RCA retirement plan, health 
directives, preparation of a will and how to avoid probate, the 
joys of grandparenting. This got me thinking about getting 
one’s spiritual house in order as well, so I would suggest 
to my retirees that they write letters to their loved ones to 
be opened upon their demise. In these letters they might 
recount their fondest memories of the person to whom they 
were writing, ask for forgiveness and offer their forgiveness 
as necessary. One person to whom I gave this packet 
commented in a later visit that they were still planning to 
write these letters but had not done so yet. “Me, too,” I said.

My other foray into pastoral ministry was the result of a 
chance encounter playing golf with a man whose wife was 
an active member of a Congregational church. (Einstein: 
“Coincidences are God’s way of remaining anonymous.”) He 
mentioned that not only did the church have a good preacher, 
once a month they had a jazz service. That Sunday I attended, 
and it just happened to be Sunday when they had their jazz 
service. This had been a lifetime goal of mine as a pastor, and 
though occasionally I scheduled guest appearances by jazz 
musicians, I had never managed to have a regular jazz service. 
These musicians had a traditional congregation tapping their 
toes to “What a Friend We Have in Jesus”—the place was 
practically rocking! As I began to attend on a regular basis, 
my activity rapidly accelerated. I joined the choir, became 
active in the men’s group, and then, just before Christmas, the 
pastor asked me if I would be their visitation minister. Quickly 
my schedule became quite busy: visiting my RCA retirees, the 
numerous shut-ins of the congregation, as well as hospital 
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visits, staff meetings, and preaching several times when the 
pastor was away. All of this came to an inglorious conclusion 
with the advent of Covid, which suspended in-person worship 
and visitation. Then, in the middle of the pandemic, they fired 
my friend, the jazz pianist and organist. He had confided in 
me during the time his position was under review, and when 
he was eventually terminated, I lost all faith in the leadership 
and left as well. 

Golf and bridge: These two passions—some might say 
obsessions—have been interests since I was young. I began 
playing golf at about the age of 12 or 13 after my friend and I 
read a series of instructional articles written by Arnold Palmer 
in Sports Illustrated. We could walk up Kalamazoo Avenue 
in Grand Rapids to the Indian Trails Golf Course and play 
18 holes for something like $3.50. We used our fathers’ golf 
clubs, which they didn’t mind, but they were annoyed when 
we lost too many golf balls. So began my life in the rough, 
and a successful round of golf meant that we needed to end 
up with more balls than which we began. This lifelong search 
for golf balls paid off handsomely when the pandemic hit, and 
they closed the golf courses near us in New Jersey. Making 
good use of my 20-foot ball retriever, I gleaned between 
2,500 and 3,000 golf balls out of the ponds, streams, and 
woods. I gave seven boxes to my grandnephew, Jonas, who 
had shown an early interest in golf, and told him to sell them 
at his local municipal course. Recently, his father told me they 
are still sitting in the garage as Jonas has moved on to other 
interests. Not everyone shares my passion for golf, or even 
understands it, yet golf is the most maddening, rewarding, 
futile, and hilarious pursuit of fun you will ever find. When it 
gets under your skin or into your blood, you will have more 
glorious and pseudo-tragic moments than you can imagine, 
all pressed into blocks of time the size of tuna fish cans. And 
there is no better example of the grace of God than hitting 
the rare perfect golf shot close to the pin. Like God’s grace, 
it is unexpected, and you know in your heart that you had 
nothing to do with it.

My obsession with bridge began in college when my two 
older brothers began playing. I found a used copy of Goren’s 
Bridge Complete and read the entire volume before ever 
sitting down to play a hand of bridge. It read like a novel to 
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me as I grasped the system of bidding that had converted 
millions of Americans into bridge players. But it wasn’t until 
1990 that I coincidently ran into Jade Barrett at a Manhattan 
bridge club. He was just married, had sold his bridge club 
in Boston, and was starting his life as an itinerant bridge 
professional. He was the son of an Episcopal priest with an 
original bridge mind. We played together for a year before 
he moved to the West Coast. When I retired, I called him, and 
we have weekly lessons. We have played at several national 
tournaments. Twice we have just missed the finals in the Life 
Master pairs, and in Toronto we finished sixth out of 300 pairs 
in another event. Playing with him against the best bridge 
players in the world, many of whom I have read about for 
most of my life, is a better high than alcohol or drugs could 
provide.

This ought to give you a taste of the flavor of my life in 
retirement as we continue to be thankful for the blessings of 
life in service to our gracious God.

Michael earned degrees from Calvin College, the University 
of Michigan, and Princeton Theological Seminary (MDiv and 
ThM). He began his ordained ministry as assistant to the 
pastor of West End Collegiate Church in New York City. He 
served as pastor of Grace Reformed Church in Brooklyn, 
New York; Colonial Church of Bayside in Queens, New 
York; Old First Reformed Church in Brooklyn, New York; 
the Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns in Tarrytown, New 
York; and Warwick Reformed Church in Warwick, New York. 
michaelpeterotte@gmail.com

Calvin Rynbrandt

I retired from the ministry 20 years ago in June 2004. I served 
six churches, one on each coast and four in between. In 
New Jersey, we lived near New York City, where we enjoyed 
the churches and the theaters. In California, we enjoyed the 
ocean and the culture. Serving as the minister of evangelism 
at the Crystal Cathedral, I was the Sunday evening preacher 
and the August Sunday morning preacher. I enjoyed being 
on the “Hour of Power” television program. I also taught the 
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new members classes on Sunday morning and Wednesday 
evenings in the chapel on the 12th floor of the Tower of Hope. 
In 1976, we took in 973 new members through the pastor’s 
classes I taught. As I recall, the church had a membership of 
around 12,000 on its rolls at that time.

When Dr. Robert H. Schuller, the dynamic founding pastor, 
was nearing retirement and the “Hour of Power” viewership 
and income was declining, the high cost of being on national 
television was no longer feasible. Huge theatrical productions 
of the “Glory of Christmas” and the “Glory of Easter” led to 
financial bankruptcy. It broke the camel’s back with actual live 
camels used in the productions. In time, the Crystal Cathedral 
was sold to the Roman Catholic Church and became Christ 
Cathedral.

In Orange City, Iowa, I pastored American Reformed Church, 
which was a learning experience for me. Membership included 
a college president, 40 professors, a retired chief justice of 
the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Eighth Circuit, and other 
professional leaders. It was a very enjoyable time for our 
family.

When the time came for retirement, I was ready to settle 
down and move to Zeeland, Michigan, five miles from Holland, 
where we have many fond memories of college and seminary.

From these experiences, and from having a father, brother, 
and brother-in-law as ministers, and having outstanding 
professors in my education, I have been growing in my 
perspective theologically. I enjoy reading, watching TV, 
visiting friends and relatives, and worshiping in Third 
Reformed Church in Holland. Thankfully our church has stayed 
in the RCA, for which I have had a lifelong appreciation. I also 
enjoy cultural and sporting events locally and elsewhere.

Theologically and politically, I have become more inclusive in 
experiencing God’s universal love for all his creation.

In Robert E. Van Voorst’s book, Commonly Misunderstood 
Verses of the Bible, he quotes Raymond Brown, one of his 
doctoral professors. “He was sometimes asked about the 
doctrine of eternal punishment by Christians who didn’t 
accept it. He typically responded in a simple but thoughtful 
way: Eternal punishment means that God treats evil with an 
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eternal seriousness. I would add this to his point. Drawing on 
Isaiah 65:17, it means that God’s victory over evil is eternally 
demonstrated.”

This perspective is liberating to me, and I am very grateful for 
it. I am trying to listen more and say less. Maybe at my level of 
maturity, I should be seen and not heard. 

Calvin received a BA from Hope College, MDiv from Western 
Theological Seminary, and DMin from Fuller Seminary. He 
served the English Neighborhood Reformed Church in 
Ridgefield, New Jersey; First Reformed Church in Oostburg, 
Wisconsin; Crystal Cathedral in Garden Grove, California; 
American Reformed Church in Orange City, Iowa; Community 
Reformed Church in Zeeland, Michigan; and Ebenezer 
Reformed Church in Morrison, Illinois. He served as president 
of the Regional Synod of Mid-America and on the Executive 
Committee of the General Program Council. Calvin lives with 
his wife, Marilyn, in Zeeland, Michigan. They have two married 
daughters and four grandchildren. cjrynbrandt@yahoo.com

Norm Tellier

Nancy and I were married in 1963 and began our journey 
together at New Brunswick Theological Seminary. Since 
then, we have enjoyed the ups of our careers in nursing and 
ministry and endured the downs of those same careers. Along 
the way came three children and now, seven grandchildren. 
It has been a journey of 61 years that seems like it started 
yesterday.

We started out in a lovely small congregation in the Hudson 
Valley in Coeymans, New York, with loving and forgiving 
people who helped shape us and gave much love to our 
family. We learned how to care for them as they experienced 
the joys and sorrows of life. After two years, I became pastor 
of the New Baltimore Reformed Church as well. While the 
churches are only a few miles apart, I suddenly had two of 
everything—two worship services, two consistories, two 
sets of committees and groups. While I enjoyed the faithful 
members of both congregations, two of everything gets old 
fast! 
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After five years serving in the Hudson Valley, we were called 
to the Community Reformed Church of Colonie in New York’s 
Capital Region. The church had been started only five years 
before by some families from RCA churches in Albany and 
Schenectady who wanted to have a place of worship closer to 
home in the suburbs. Serving there was a joy, and we stayed 
for 16 years with a congregation composed mostly of young 
families.

But we don’t always know what God wants us to do. While 
we could have stayed at Colonie, I was called to be on the 
RCA denominational staff as director of planned giving. I have 
always had strengths in financial planning, and they served 
me well in that position. While my office was in the Synod 
of Albany office building, the position involved a great deal 
of travel, and I had the privilege of visiting hundreds of our 
Reformed churches. I encouraged people to make lifetime 
gifts or bequests as they did their financial planning, and I 
believe many congregations were helped in the process. 

Meanwhile, Nancy served as an RN in the outpatient ob-gyn 
clinic of Albany Medical Center. That position gave her an 
insight into the whole realm of society, from the poorest to 
the wealthiest. She helped many women in their healthcare, 
including saving the life of a patient who went into cardiac 
arrest in their office.

Retirement came in 2005. I did some freelance work for a 
few years but found that staying home agreed with me. For 
many years, I supplied local churches when they needed a 
Sunday substitute but finally decided that the Saturday night 
stress that goes along with that was not something I wanted 
to continue. Now, on rare occasion, I will lead worship at our 
congregation, Niskayuna Reformed, when our pastors are 
away.

I’m not very involved in the life of the RCA now. I have great 
memories of the many churches I visited in my work and am 
very saddened that many of those same churches have left 
our denomination over what, to me, are unimportant issues. 
I am proud of the great history of the church, especially the 
influence we had on the founding of our country and the 
mission emphasis that has spread the gospel all over the 
world. How I wish we could regain a sense of unity and work 
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together to make this a better culture and society.

As far as doing things in retirement, we both continue to 
enjoy traveling. We have relatives in the Netherlands and 
have visited them many times. We’ve enjoyed river cruises 
in Europe and here at home and vacationed in Canada and 
many countries in Europe. Our most recent adventure was 
to visit the wonderful island of Iceland for a few days. Nancy 
continues to enjoy golf, meeting with friends and a group 
of retired ministers’ wives, and singing in two choral groups 
as well as the church choir. I volunteer at a store called 
The Toolbox, where we receive donations of working tools 
and sell them, with the proceeds going to Colonie Senior 
Services. (I know tools because I grew up with grease under 
my fingernails from working in my dad’s electric motor repair 
shop.) 

I also volunteer one afternoon a week at the Albany 
International Airport, helping passengers find their gates, 
restaurants, and whatever else they need. It is interesting to 
meet so many people of varying ages from different walks 
of life and cultures. The airport also has a small interfaith 
meditation and prayer room that is administered by an 
interfaith committee, which I chair. Meeting with this group 
of people from many different faiths has been eye opening. I 
have found them to be equally as concerned about the well-
being of people—both members and non-members of their 
faith groups—as I am, and they are anxious to provide that 
place for passengers and employees to take some time away 
from the busyness that is an airport and commune with God. 
Since I am at the airport every week, I check on the room to 
be sure all is in order and read some of the comments written 
in a notebook we have available. Most of them offer thanks to 
us for providing a place of quiet and meditation.

We have family in our community, central New York, and 
Florida, and we enjoy being with them when we can. Our 
grandchildren are a joy, and we enjoy watching their journeys 
as they mature. We hope we can enjoy them for many more 
years.

Norm is a graduate of Hope College and New Brunswick 
Theological Seminary, has a DMin from McCormick Theological 
Seminary, and was a Certified Financial Planner. He served 
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the Coeymans and New Baltimore Reformed churches and 
Community Reformed Church of Colonie, New York. He also 
served as coordinator of gift planning for the RCA for 18 years, 
including work for the Church Growth Fund. He and Nancy 
continue to live in Colonie. norm@tellier.com

Pacia Ferrell Vamvas

What a long, strange trip my retirement journey has been! 
Upon leaving as minister of Word and sacrament from my 
last call, we made the decision to move to Savannah, Georgia. 
It was a very difficult decision, as our family remained in 
Upstate New York. 

The move to the deep South involved great culture shock. 
One example: it was difficult to find a church. I was looking 
for a cross-racial congregation with blended worship. I finally 
found ConneXion Church, a United Methodist community. 
It took some time to adjust to the much different theology 
and form of governance. But I know God brought me to 
ConneXion. God has led me thus far by faith. Whatever the 
remainder of my journey, I look with expectant hope. 

Pacia received a BA in religion from Middlebury College and 
an MDiv, magna cum laude, from New Brunswick Theological 
Seminary. She served Lawyersville Reformed Church in 
Cobleskill, New York; Sharon Reformed Church in Sharon, New 
York; First Church in Albany, New York; and was a hospice 
chaplain. She was a member of the Disabilities Ministry while 
on the General Synod Council, and as a delegate to the 
General Assembly of the World Council of Churches in 1998. 
She lives in Savannah, Georgia. enoughgrace2129@gmail.com  
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